The old face of 'new' social networks : the republic of letters as a virtual community by Callisen, Christian T. & Adkins, Barbara A.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
Callisen, Christian T. and Adkins, Barbara A. (2010) The old face of 'new' social 
networks : the republic of letters as a virtual community. In: IR11.0 : Sustainability, 
Participation, Action', the 11th Annual Conference for the Association of Internet 
Researchers, 21-23 Oct 2010, Gothenburg, Sweden. (Unpublished) 
 
          © Copyright 2010 please consult the authors 
1 
 
The Old Face of ‘New’ Social Networks: The Republic of Letters 
as a Virtual Community 
 
Christian Thorsten Callisen 
Division of Research and Commercialisation 
Queensland University of Technology 
 Barbara Adkins 
 Creative Industries Faculty Research Office 
 Queensland University of Technology 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper explores the idea of virtual participation through the historical example of the 
republic of letters in early modern Europe (circa 1500-1800). By reflecting on the 
construction of virtuality in a historical context, and more specifically in a pre-digital 
environment, this paper calls attention to accusations of technological determinism in ongoing 
research concerning the affordances of the Internet and related media of communication. It 
argues that ‘the virtual’ is not synonymous with ‘the digital’ and suggests that, in order to 
articulate what is novel about modern technologies, we must first understand the social 
interactions underpinning the relationships which are facilitated through those technologies. 
By analysing the construction of virtuality in a pre-digital environment, this paper thus offers 
a baseline from which scholars might consider what is different about the modes of 
interaction and communication being engaged in via modern media. 
 
Introduction 
 
Contemporary research on scholarly communication points to the crucial contribution of 
digital technologies to ‘the formal and informal activities associated with the use and 
dissemination of information through public and private channels’ (Borgman 2007, p. 48). In 
her recent review of scholarship in the digital age, Christine Borgman identifies a number of 
ways in which digital technologies have influenced and changed scholarly communication 
(Borgman 2007, ch. 4). These include the ability to: 
 
• Communicate with more people more often than was possible before the advent of 
digital technologies; 
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• Engage in communication that is not only greater in volume and speed, but also 
cheaper; 
• Use and distribute documents in new ways; 
• Use new methods of communication including email, online discussion, and online 
presentations; 
• Increase the amount of both informal and formal communication. 
 
In this context, it is often assumed that the development of the internet and opportunities for 
virtual communication account for many of the qualities of scholarly communication in the 
digital age. However, Borgman joins with a number of scholars in recognising that our current 
system and practices of digital scholarly communication constitute a ‘rich and complex 
sociotechnical system formed over a period of centuries’ (Borgman 2007, p. 48. See also 
Bruns 2008; McNeely & Wolverton 2008; Song 2009). 
 In spite of qualifications such as the above oriented to avoiding the ‘trap of technological 
determinism’ when considering the affordances of modern technologies such as the Internet 
(Bruns 2008, p. 387), a significant body of scholarship on aspects of virtual communication 
assumes an implicit and essential association between digital web-based environments and 
virtuality. Ongoing research remains replete with a seemingly never-ending preponderance of 
buzzwords and neologisms. Terms like adhocracy, cyberspatial, egoboo, and gatewatching 
have been coined to describe online culture and practices, attaching to them assumptions 
concerning the apparently novel environments fashioned by a convergence culture, a 
knowledge space, or Old Power/New Power phenomena. Nouns such as blogger-journalist, 
produser, prosumer, pundit-blogger, and trysumer again implicitly attribute relationships 
occurring in the context of digital web-based environments as essentially produced by specific 
properties of the technical advances that characterise them. Rob Shields describes these 
specific properties as follows: 
 
In the context of digital technologies and their social forms at work and in the 
telecommunications of advanced capitalist societies, ‘virtual’ comes to equal 
‘simulated’. Rather than being something which is an incomplete form of 
reality – something real in essence, ‘almost’, ‘as if’ and offered as being ‘as 
good as’ – the virtual comes into its own as an alternative to the real. The 
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virtual is not merely an incomplete imitation of the real but another register or 
manifestation of the real (Shields 2003, p. 46). 
 
This characterisation of the pertinent properties of contemporary virtuality provides for an 
investigation of the nature and implications of this distinctive set of possibilities for 
interaction, and there is little doubt that at least some of the properties of contemporary digital 
virtuality are a response to the experiences enabled by digital technologies and advanced 
telecommunications. However, Shields also holds to the importance of ongoing vigilance in 
exposing the nature of the cultural intangibles that make possible these ‘new’ forms of 
participation (Shields, 2006). In line with this analytical commitment, he observes that ‘the 
digital virtuality of the global internet, simulations and virtual reality is only the latest 
incarnation of the virtual’ (Shields 2003, p. xvi). This opens up the question of historical 
precedent in relation to virtual interaction that is required ‘to distinguish what is truly novel 
about the “information age” from what is transient hype’ (McNeely & Wolverton 2008, p. 
xx). 
 The focus of this paper on scholarly communication in an early modern ‘virtual’ 
community, the republic of letters, makes use of history to contribute to analytical clarity on 
claims regarding the role of digital and web-based technologies in scholarly communication. 
Following Jeffrey Haydu, we ‘make use of the past’ (Haydu 1998) to identify continuities in 
the virtuality involved in scholarly communication in the republic of letters and contemporary 
web-based scholarly interaction. Haydu suggests that one of the most appropriate ways to 
learn from the past is to see our history as a sequence of ‘reiterated problem-solving’. In light 
of this, the present study examines the republic of letters as a virtual community and, more 
specifically, considers the techniques of virtuality that individuals within this community 
employed in order to overcome distances of space and time. This approach allows us to 
investigate the kind of virtuality present in the republic of letters to assist in our understanding 
of the way this historical case constituted a precursor to contemporary forms of virtuality in 
scholarly communication. This can contribute to our understanding of how web-based 
interaction constitutes a distinctive form of scholarly communication and also what these 
contemporary forms might owe to more general social and political dynamics that persist 
across historical periods. 
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Virtuality and History 
 
Shields draws from philosophers such as Henri Bergson, Marcel Proust, and Gilles Deleuze, 
identifying the virtual as a ‘real idealization, such as memory, dream or intention’ (Shields 
2003, p. 28). Shields distinguishes the virtual realm as one concerned with the ‘ideally real’, 
from actual contexts on the one hand, and abstractions that pertain only to possibilities, on the 
other. The key property that positions the virtual conceptually is its relationship to a concrete 
object or event. Thus, the past is virtually real because ‘there is an actual past of events which 
were once the concrete present and which are now really existing memories’ (Shields 2003, p. 
29). As intangible memories the past may be actualised in a concrete event of remembering. 
 While intangible ideas such as memories may be actualised unassisted in an everyday 
conversation, historically, specific techniques have also assisted in bringing intangible ideas 
into concrete presence. Techniques of the virtual are described as those that ‘create the 
illusion of presence through props, simulations, partial presences and rituals...which invoke 
the past and make absent others present’. The technologies that enable the employment of 
these techniques have a significant historical lineage: 
 
Historically a growing web of communications, beginning with the early 
couriers and envoys, first between the courts of rival countries and empires, 
later across those empires in the form of postal systems which served common 
people, and finally via telegraph and other forms of telecommunication to the 
far corners of the globe, culminating in the spread of the internet and email 
(Shields 2003, pp. 41-42).  
 
It soon becomes apparent that these techniques of the virtual, and forms of virtual life, have 
existed in various forms over a considerable historical period. For Shields, this provides for 
questions concerning the crucial role of cultural capacities and processes entailed in 
producing valued outcomes such as knowledge sharing and communication of new insights. 
 A key consideration in understanding these cultural capacities in the context of the 
emerging role of virtual relationships in history is the changing role and place of space and 
time in relationships of presence and co-presence. These relationships traditionally have been 
the focus of phenomenological sociology. In his review of the phenomenology of Alfred 
Schutz for the purposes of understanding contemporary internet-based interaction, Shanyang 
Zhao points to his characterisation of the contemporaneous lifeworld as constituted by two 
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realms: the realm of consociates ‘where the individual interacts with others face-to-face in 
conditions of copresence, and the realm of contemporaries where the individual interacts with 
others non-face-to-face in conditions of noncopresence’. Schutz and his colleagues had also 
alluded to the role of mediation to describe the possibility of individuals sharing a community 
of time without sharing a community of space, and Zhao builds on this idea to propose that 
these mediated relationships now characterise a third realm of the lifeworld enabled by 
information and communication technologies: 
 
The use of electronic communications technologies extends human perceptual 
reaches beyond the limits of human naked senses, resulting in the rise of a 
third realm – the realm of consociated contemporaries, where people interact 
face-to-device with each other in conditions of telecopresence. The emergence 
of this social domain in cyberspace reconfigures the structure of the lifeworld 
by providing individuals with an opportunity to establish we relationships in a 
new type of shared meaning context (Zhao 2004, p. 92). 
 
The importance of this third domain is that it is a context in which ‘presence’ can be 
experienced without the requirement of space-time co-location, where it can be understood as 
a ‘state in which virtual...objects can be experienced as actual objects in either sensory or 
nonsensory ways’ (Lee 2004, p. 37). Presence is thus a crucial mechanism through which the 
real idealisations in the virtual domain can be made actual in tangible performances. 
 In a recent study of comments and discussion on the photosharing website, Flickr, 
Barbara Adkins and Jason Nasarczyk (2009) examined the way in which ‘presence’ was 
achieved through participants’ commitment to an ongoing interaction order in which their 
photographs, and the techniques, knowledge, and experiences associated with them, were 
shared and discussed. The quasi-conversational features of interaction, and participants’ 
attention to the ritual aspects of conduct, led to their experience of asynchronously-produced 
discussion as occurring in a ‘time envelope’ (Knorr Cetina 2009). Central to the constitution 
of an interaction order sustaining a sense of presence were the courtesies, protocols, and 
rituals that the participants observed with respect to acknowledging – and deferring to – 
epistemic rights and authority in relation to the knowledge to which individuals claimed or 
displayed access. This aspect of maintaining an interaction order in common is particularly 
relevant to our examination of scholarly communication. Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of the 
scholastic field points to the centrality of such recognition relationships to the maintenance of 
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existing scientific orders, and, conversely, the importance of withholding recognition in the 
subversion and challenging of existing orders (Bourdieu 1975). 
 These observations regarding the key dimensions of presence in online environments 
point to the ways in which participants appropriate opportunities to establish relationships of 
presence across space and time boundaries, including the rituals and courtesies central to the 
negotiation of knowledge-based relationships. However, this raises the question of the 
specificity of these relationships to the application of digital technologies in the scholastic 
field. It has been recently argued that the early modern era (circa 1500-1800) represented a 
period of revolutionary change with respect to communication relationships in Europe and 
their influence on scholarly and research relationships. The invention of printing did not, by 
itself, contribute to the expansion of knowledge and knowledge relationships. Rather this 
expansion was attributable to printing in conjunction with media for the transmission and 
distribution of information and printed material, particularly the development of transport 
infrastructure and the services – postal and courier – that these enabled. For Wolfgang 
Behringer, this system formed the basis of a ‘space of flows’ (Castells, in Behringer 2006, p. 
367) based on enhanced capacities for speed, new organisations and schedules with respect to 
temporal ordering of communication, and ongoing developments in printing including the 
periodic press and periodic journals. The new possibilities for – and implications of – 
scholarly communication are described by Behringer as follows: 
 
The new medium for discussion enabled new ideas and theories to be 
developed and either rejected or confirmed, and all at a pace that had been 
completely unthinkable before the start of the Communications Revolution. At 
the beginning of the sixteenth century scholars like Copernicus were still 
responding to the ideas of thinkers who had been writing two thousand years 
earlier, and after their own ideas had been published further decades elapsed 
before other writers were able to make use of them. By the time of Kepler and 
Galileo the process of reception and discussion had accelerated, to the extent 
that the two men were able to correspond directly with one another. From the 
1660s onwards, however, more or less all of Europe’s scholars were able to 
take part immediately in debates on new theories or projects (Behringer 2006, 
p. 361). 
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This period thus represents an opportunity to investigate the relationships that enabled ideas 
to be performed and actualised as the foundation for a greatly intensified flow of scholarly 
exchange. The paper now turns to a review of the republic of letters as a community of 
scholars experiencing and responding to changes in both communication media and in the 
scholarly field. 
 
Background: The Republic of Letters 
 
The republic of letters is the name given to a community that enabled early modern scholars 
to interact and share ideas with each other despite being separated by divisions of geography, 
politics, and religion. The name, a translation of the Latin respublica literaria, stems from the 
Ciceronian definition of a respublica (literally public things or public affairs – the public 
good) based on law and common interests, and from the Augustinian definition of a 
respublica based on love. Hence, the respublica literaria represented ‘a society united both 
by love of the same goods [letters], and by law and common interests’ (Fumaroli 1988, pp. 
137-138). It began in the early fifteenth century as a scholarly community of eruditi homines 
(learned people) ‘transcending frontiers and generations’ and united by ‘the bond of letters’ 
(Fumaroli, 1988, pp. 136-137). By the turn of the eighteenth century, it had fully crystallised 
in its citizen’s minds as an institution that embraced all people, regardless of ethnicity, 
religion, or sex, and which allowed all these people to express themselves without fear of 
recrimination or censorship: 
 
The Republic of Letters is of very ancient origin.... Never has it been so great, 
so populous, so free or so glorious. It embraces the whole world and is 
composed of all nationalities, all social classes, all ages, and both sexes.... All 
languages, ancient as well as modern, are spoken. The arts are joined to letters, 
and artisans also have their place in it; but its religion is not uniform, and its 
manners (as in all republics) are a mixture of good and bad. Piety and 
licentiousness are both to be found.... There are numerous sects, and new ones 
are constantly being founded.... Praise and honour are awarded by popular 
acclaim (d’Argònne, in Dibon 1978, p. 43). 
 
 This community served to link scholars throughout the known world – across Britain and 
Europe, and as far afield as the Middle East and the Americas. In a world without television 
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or international newspapers, and before the widespread dissemination of research via 
scholarly journals, the correspondence network of the republic of letters was absolutely 
essential to any aspiring scholar. It allowed one to connect with individuals and ideas that 
might otherwise have been inaccessible. Of course, for this community to function, it was not 
enough for individuals to draw information from it; they also needed to contribute to the flow 
of correspondence throughout the network. To this end, a number of de facto standards 
emerged, which meant that individuals could be excluded from the community if they did not 
meet their obligations. First and foremost, relationships within the republic of letters were 
reciprocal. This meant that one did not simply begin correspondence with another person, 
they entered an arrangement of commercium literarum (exchange of letters) (Dibon 1978; 
Maber 2005). This meant that, if one contacted someone else in the republic of letters to 
request information or assistance, there was an expectation that the favour would, in time, be 
repaid. Thus, when Joseph Scaliger found himself unable to fulfil his obligations for a time, 
he ensured that his most valuable correspondents were aware of his situation, apologising for 
his lack of officium literarum (letters of obligation) and telling them the reasons why (Joseph 
Scaliger to Johannes Caselius, 18 August 1607 [Scaliger 1627, p. 568]). And when someone 
did not live up to their obligations, others were more than willing to let them know: 
 
I have not written you at all for some time, beau sire, because I saw by the 
Letters that you sent me in Holland, that you choose to reserve your important 
news for people whom you love less than me; that you do not wish to take any 
trouble to find in your surroundings or in your Memory details which you 
could easily guess I would be very glad to know, since you recounted political 
news that everyone knew in London at the time that you wrote me, and news 
of Books, which you very happily shared with Mr. l’Abbé Bignon.... Mr. 
Preverau is much more obliging than you. He does not treat me so cavalierly. 
He writes me long Letters, full of things that he knows must interest me 
greatly. See if you can find it in yourself to change your method (Pierre Coste 
to Pierre Des Maiseaux, April 30, 1713 [ellipsis in original] [Goldgar 1995, p. 
18]). 
 
 Obligations within the republic of letters included not only the reciprocal sharing of 
information, but also of gifts. Letters were often sent with attachments – perhaps some books 
or pamphlets, or an edition of the recipient’s own work suitably annotated with suggestions 
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and emendations by the sender (Dibon 1978; Stegeman 1993), or by other gifts of scholarly 
interest to the recipient. These might have included antiquities, portraits, seeds, dried flowers, 
or even cadavers or animals (Austin & Anderson 2010; Mauelshagen 2003). If one received a 
book from a correspondent, one was therefore expected to return the gift, usually with a 
physical artefact, but sometimes by other means – perhaps a dedication of one’s own work in 
thanks for support, encouragement, and information, or the offer of an introduction to another 
citizen of the republic (Dibon 1978; Mauelshagen 2003; Stegeman 1993). As already noted, 
such introductions were critical for a scholar in early modern Europe. They offered one not 
only a ‘foot in the door’ of this erudite community, but status within the community, as well 
as access to information and resources that would otherwise be unobtainable (Goldgar 1995; 
Grafton 2009; Maber 2005; Mauelshagen 2003). The gifts and exchanges, in turn, served to 
strengthen the recognition relationships which were engendered and maintained via ongoing 
correspondence (Chen 2009). 
 While the epistolary networks of the republic of letters reached across a vast geographic 
area, these networks themselves centred on certain people and centres. As today, schools of 
thought often emerged and evolved around the work of influential individuals (Austin & 
Anderson 2010; Burke 1999; Goldgar 1995). These people were almost always based in one 
of the ‘capitals’ of the republic of letters – cities which afforded their inhabitants access to 
great libraries, to the patronage of wealthy aristocrats, and to printing presses, the publicity 
engines of early modern Europe (Dibon 1978; Grafton 2009). By being introduced to such an 
influential individual, a scholar not only opened themselves up to additional sources of 
information and scholarship, but also to the correspondence networks emanating from the 
individual’s pen (or that of their amanuensis). These individuals frequently acted as conduits 
for information across Europe, forwarding letters and books as requested, and providing focal 
points for the dissemination of information (Austin & Anderson 2010; Chen 2009; Goldgar 
1995; Stegeman 1993; Ultee 1987). Thus Hugo Grotius utilised the brothers Dupuy in Paris as 
a kind of epistolary freight-forwarding service (Dibon 1978), and Theodor Jansson van 
Almeloveen found it worthwhile to curry the favour of Friedrich Carpzov, the editor of a 
journal whose position afforded ‘to him an extensive network of correspondents who kept 
him up to date with developments in the Republic of Letters’ (Stegeman 1993, p. 232). 
However, gaining access to such an individual was not as easy as simply writing a letter. One 
might have a better chance of success by having a mutual associate ‘put in a good word’ with 
the desired contact before writing to that contact themselves (Grafton 2009; Stegeman 1993). 
And when it came to making the first direct contact, one had to be careful to ensure that one 
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displayed the appropriate traits – and adopted the appropriate persona through the 
acknowledgement of, and deference to, epistemic rights and authority – in order to endear 
oneself to the corresponding party (Dibon 1978; Mauelshagen 2003; Stegeman 1993). We 
shall return to this point in our discussion of techniques of virtuality, below. 
 Thus the republic of letters functioned as a ‘real idealisation’ of intention: all the activities 
of its citizens were geared toward gaining and maintaining status within it. It is perhaps not 
coincidental that this community arose in the scholarly milieu. As today, the ‘game’ of 
academia involved meeting the righting people, making the right impression, and ensuring 
that your work was read by as many people as possible. As already observed, performing 
these activities appropriately contributed to the construction of recognition relationships 
which are crucial to the maintenance of scientific orders. Here we come to the second aspect 
of the republic of letters – the notion of (res) publica, which was as integral a part of this 
community as the correspondence that bound it. René Descartes wrote in 1637: 
 
I judged that there was no better remedy against these limitations (the brevity 
of an individual life, the difficulty and cost of research) than to communicate 
faithfully to the public everything of the little that I might have discovered, and 
to invite good minds to go further beyond this by contributing, each one 
according to his inclinations and ability, to the experiments that must be made, 
and also by communicating to the public all the things that they might learn. In 
this way, with the later persons beginning where the earlier ones left off, and 
thereby linking the lives and the work of many people, we can all go forward 
together much further than each person individually would be able to do 
(Descartes, in Fumaroli 1988, pp. 135-136). 
 
It is not insignificant that in the Latin edition of the work in which this passage appeared, the 
word ‘public’ was translated, with Descartes’ approval, as respublica literaria (Dibon 1978; 
Fumaroli 1988). This example shows the great focus on the public nature of the republic of 
letters: its citizens had an obligation to disseminate their work to the rest of the republic, and 
their motivation ought to be for the public good in general. As a result, not only were citizens 
of the republic expected to publish their research, but printed editions of correspondence also 
emerged in order that their discussions might be shared with as large an audience as possible. 
These emerged in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and compilations of epistles were 
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often published during a person’s lifetime, sometimes edited by themselves (Burke 1999; 
Kühlmann 2009; McNeely & Wolverton 2008). 
 This environment also saw printed editions not only of entire corpora of epistles, but also 
of individual letters or sets of correspondence which were deemed of import for the public 
good. Thus, in 1662, Christoph Rantzau published two letters between himself and Georg 
Calixtus, bringing a private discussion into the public realm (Rantzau 1662). In 1612, A letter 
from Isaac Casaubon to Cardinal Jacques-Davy du Perron was published, in which Casaubon 
responded to various theological charges levelled against his patron, King James I of England. 
This letter served as a public defence not only of King James’ religious stance, but also of 
Casaubon’s own reputation, as a spurious edition of the letter had been published by one 
 
of those unsavourie, and unlettered writers...which daily come foorth...without 
respect of knowledge or ignorance, to the hurt of the common good...[and 
who] can set out a booke...though it be full of rage, and emptie of all learning 
(Casaubon 1612, sigs A3vf.).1
 
 
The focus, despite the potential damage to Casaubon’s own reputation, is again on the 
‘common good’ – the respublica. Citizens of the republic of letters had obligations not only to 
each other, in terms of sharing knowledge, providing assistance, and offering introductions, 
but also to the common weal. Their work was intended for the betterment of humankind, not 
just to indulge individual research interests. This is perhaps best exemplified in requests that 
were made, and granted, within this community which might seem extraordinary to a modern 
scholar. After reading that Pierre Des Maiseaux was working on a history of scholarly 
journals in 1719, for example, Denis-François Camusat wrote to him to let him know that he 
‘had already conceived the design of such a book’ and therefore felt it appropriate to ask Des 
Maiseaux 
 
for all the elucidation that it is so easy for you to give me. I do not doubt, 
Monsieur, that with your lumières, very assiduous study & with an exact 
research into all the facts which could embellish a work of this type, I will in 
the end do a passable job’ (Denis-François Camusat to Pierre Des Maiseaux, 
April 19, 1719 [Goldgar 1995, pp. 14-15]). 
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What is perhaps more remarkable is that Des Maiseaux responded favourably to Camusat’s 
request. He provided Camusat with all the research that he had thus far completed and 
abandoned his own project. In examples such as this, the common goal of producing 
knowledge for a general public, rather than for individual gain, is readily apparent. Further, 
the orientation to acknowledging – and deferring to – epistemic rights of participants is 
clearly embedded in the correspondence and forms a component of the common assumptions 
that are central conditions for subscribing to the republic of letters as an idealised – or 
imagined – community (Mayhew 2004). These observations also resonate with Bourdieu’s 
theorisation of the scientific field as based on a ‘feel for the game’ of scholarly 
communication and the recognition exchanges on which it continues to rest (Bourdieu 1975). 
Thus while scholars may have taken up extremely different positions on scholarly matters, 
their debates and conflicts masked an underlying commonality – a tacit consensus on what 
was worth fighting about: to this day, a key condition under which scholarly fields exist as 
‘ideally real’. 
 The republic of letters therefore functioned in the service of the public, facilitating contact 
across great distances and providing its citizens with the opportunity to engage in research 
and to voice controversial ideas despite the myriad challenges of an expensive and (at times) 
unreliable postal system, governmental and ecclesiastical censorship, and violent and 
prolonged wars (Behringer 2006; Burke 1999; Dibon 1978; Grafton 2009; Ultee 1987). They 
developed relationships with people they had never met – Isaac Casaubon and Joseph 
Scaliger, for example, became fast friends solely through their correspondence – and they 
established corporeal friendships with people that they had first come into contact with 
through correspondence in the Republic (Pattison 1892). But this community could not exist 
based only on a common orientation toward the public good; it needed to be supported by 
physical technologies that allowed the transmission of the correspondence which bound it, 
and by techniques of virtuality that allowed the realisation of this community in the minds of 
its citizens. The following sections will discuss some of these technologies and techniques, 
before we turn to our concluding remarks, and the implications of this view of the republic of 
letters for our understanding of virtuality in the early years of the twenty-first century. 
 
Technology and Interaction within the Republic of Letters 
 
It is clear that information exchange could not have occurred on the scale that it did within the 
republic of letters without the presence of an overarching community and the associated 
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expectations of reciprocity. However, technologies were also required to facilitate this 
communication. Despite growing interest from historians since the 1980s, research regarding 
the republic of letters is still in its early stages and, as such, our understanding of these 
technologies, exactly how they were used and by whom, is necessarily limited. Even so, it is 
possible to conclude that citizens of the republic of letters had at least five avenues available 
to them (Behringer 2006; Brayshay 1991; 1992; Dibon 1978; Lux & Cook 1998; 
Mauelshagen 2003; Stewart 2007): 
 
• They could send letters and parcels with travellers, such as friends, colleagues, 
merchants, travelling scholars, or students undertaking an academic tour 
(peregrinatio academica); 
• They could utilise professional couriers (known in England as carriers), who 
would transport letters and physical objects for a small fee, would service a 
specific route, and who would often arrive and depart on regular days of the week; 
• They could engage the services of paid messengers, who might cost more than a 
courier, but who were not necessarily bound to a specific route, and who could 
depart at will; 
• They could utilise the official postal service; 
• They could send correspondence via diplomatic pouch if they had the appropriate 
connections. 
 
Although we lack sufficient data to make a firm assessment, the most common method of 
corresponding appears to have been via travellers.2 Early modern Europe was a highly mobile 
society (Burke 1999; Lux & Cook 1998; Palmer 2005), and people – scholars, diplomats, 
merchants, pilgrims – often travelled between cities. Therefore, if you were in Berlin and 
wanted to send a letter to a correspondent in London, it would be quite reasonable for you to 
give that letter to a colleague who was travelling to Paris to visit the Sorbonne, with the 
request that in Paris they give it to someone else who was travelling on to London. Although 
such relay-based correspondence may seem tedious and cumbersome, in the mid-1500s a 
letter could reach London from Rome – traversing almost 1,500km as the crow flies, the Alps, 
and the English channel – in less than four weeks, and shorter distances could be covered 
much more quickly (Briggs & Burke 2009), whilst improvements to road networks 
throughout the early modern period meant the continual amelioration of distance (Behringer 
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2006). One important advantage for the republic of letters of this method of corresponding 
was that it enabled the contents of the letter to be circulated amongst a wider group of people. 
Letters were rarely sealed (Dibon 1978), so sending one with a traveller meant that he or she 
could read it, as well as sharing the details of its contents with other interested parties along 
the way. 
 In order to facilitate transmission of correspondence via travellers, at least three things 
were required: a mobile population to enable the frequent despatch of letters with different 
people; an environment which enabled one to trust a stranger to deliver one’s letter, often 
without payment; and a European-wide community which meant that the stranger would be 
able to connect with someone else to forward the letter on to its destination. Of course, one 
also had to know where to find someone to give the letter to. Here, institutions came into play. 
In the earliest stages of the republic of letters, individuals formed academies that would serve 
as bases for scholarly discussion and communication, whilst the expansion of the university 
system in the sixteenth century, and the advent of coffeehouses in the seventeenth, also 
provided points of contact for scholars, students, or Enlightenment philosophes (Fumaroli 
1988; Goldgar 1995; McNeely & Wolverton 2008; Witt 2003). In these locales, one could 
find a fellow citizen of the republic of letters who was en route to the required destination. 
 Another popular means of communication was via couriers. Couriers offered a much 
cheaper service than official postal systems and, because they followed familiar routes, could 
deliver correspondence faster than a traveller (Stewart 2007). Even so, they tended to limit 
their services to specific geographic areas, so relays were required and thus, as per 
correspondence via travellers, meeting points were necessary for these handovers to be 
effected. In England, these meeting points tended to be public houses. Couriers would use a 
particular public house as a base of operations and, as noted above, would arrive at and depart 
from that house on specific days of the week. This meant that an individual hoping to use 
their services would know when and where to find them. Even if the courier changed their 
base of operation, the local ‘grapevine’ made it a relatively simple matter to locate and 
contact them. 
 The printing press remained important for all this communication. Whilst for merchants or 
courtiers corresponding about market movements, battles, or political intrigues, handwritten 
correspondence was sufficient (and indeed, was often faster and more accurate than, and 
served as the basis for, any printed news that was disseminated [Barbarics & Pieper 2007]), 
scholars needed to share physical artefacts if they were to correspond effectively regarding 
their research. Although it was still common practice to make handwritten copies or excerpts 
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of books or manuscripts, the circulation of these books in the first place would not have been 
possible without the printing press (Behringer 2006; Eisenstein 1979). With much larger 
volumes of books being produced, scholars across the known world could procure copies of 
the same editions of works, and could thus discuss them in their correspondence ‘as if’ they 
were reading the book together. 
 We thus have a virtual community of scholars, bound by physical technologies, and 
means of communication such as travellers, couriers, and the postal system. How, though, did 
these scholars use the technology to articulate their virtual community? The growth of a 
mobile populace and the establishment and expansion of communications networks certainly 
played their part, but the republic itself could not have existed without this sense of virtual 
community among its citizens. We shall now discuss the dimensions of this virtuality, 
specifically considering how correspondents used ‘props, simulations,...and rituals’ to invoke 
presence across distance, and to manifest an ‘ideal realisation’ within the republic of letters, 
thus positioning themselves as citizens of a virtual community. The following discussion also 
draws on the work of Shanyang Zhao and David Elesh (Zhao 2004; Zhao & Elesh 2008) in an 
effort to understand how this positioning enabled sociality despite a lack of corporeal 
proximity. 
 
Techniques of Virtuality 
 
As noted above, Shields (2003) refers to ‘props, simulations, partial presences...and rituals’ as 
techniques of the virtual. Here, we separate these four categories, arguing that (partial) 
presences do not comprise a technique of the virtual per se, but are invoked by the props, 
simulations, and rituals that individuals employ when operating in a virtual environment. 
Shields’ description of partial presences as, for example, ‘a voice conveyed by telephone or 
thoughts written in a book’ (Shields 2003, p. 41) are here reconfigured as imagined presences 
invoked by a recipient based on their interpretation, made possible by the sender’s use, of 
techniques of virtuality. Thus, thoughts written in a letter become a channel by which the 
author’s presence may be invoked by the reader – thus becoming the ideal realisation of a 
dream – rather than a channel by which the author might impose their presence. It is not 
enough for the thoughts to be put to paper, or for words to be spoken into a mouthpiece, in the 
case of the telephone; the reader or listener must process this information, receiving it, 
considering it, and finally articulating the imagined presence of their correspondent. In this 
manner one is able to establish copresence, a relationship wherein correspondents are 
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‘reciprocally oriented toward each other, mutually available and accessible to each other, 
tuned in to and in touch with each other’ (Zhao & Elesh 2008, pp. 570-571). 
 Zhao and Elesh (2008) argue that copresence is but one thing that is required for sociality. 
The other is ‘co-location’, which they define as a spatial relationship, wherein the co-located 
parties are in proximity to each other (either physically, or through a medium such as the 
Internet), and in which one can experience another. In this sense, both the Internet and the 
republic of letters afford their users co-location: via the media of electronic correspondence 
and handwritten communication respectively, people are in proximity to each other. 
Correspondents are no longer merely contemporaries, but ‘consociated contemporaries’, 
communicating with each other within a ‘time envelope’. In a sense, they can reach out and 
touch each other, by sending an email or a letter, or by ‘poking’ through Facebook or via a 
request that a friend ‘put in a good word’ for one in their own correspondence with a desired 
contact. Such solicitation or ‘pokes’ might be intended to prompt further interaction from the 
other party, but they by no means guarantee it. For that, copresence is required and thus 
common interests, etiquette (or ‘netiquette’), and accessibility come into play. Let us consider 
some examples of techniques of virtuality that were employed by correspondents in the 
republic of letters to establish this sense of copresence, and thus to enable sociality despite 
corporeal separation. 
 Props, if understood as physical supports, may be considered the closest approximation to 
Shield’s notion of ‘partial presences,’ as they were utilised specifically to provide the 
recipient of a letter with a visible reminder of its author. For example, much as one might 
today end a post to an online discussion forum with a personalised ‘signature’ containing a 
pithy quote, colourful fonts, and perhaps a picture of oneself or a favourite pet, a 
correspondent in the republic of letters might adopt specific practices to present their 
correspondence as unique. In this manner, the physical artefacts of a letter, such as the paper it 
was written on, the wax used to seal it, or the handwriting of its author, were used to assert the 
author’s individuality, to personalise the letter, and to offer the recipient a physical reminder 
of their correspondent. These artefacts did not function to impose a partial presence on the 
recipient, but rather to ‘[inspire] a search for an imaginary compensation for physical 
absence’ (Mauelshagen 2003, p. 17). Thus, visual props served as supports upon which other 
techniques of virtuality – simulations and rituals – could build. In this sense, they served to 
initiate co-location, by offering a sense of individuality across time and space, even if that 
sense of individuality had to then be processed and interpreted to be understood by the 
recipient. 
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 The correspondence of the republic of letters also utilised literary props to help establish 
co-location. The most obvious of these is the commonplace habit of telling the recipient of a 
letter which letters are being replied to, or of mentioning another letter for which a reply was 
outstanding (see, e.g., Casaubon 1709; Lashmore-Davies 2008; Scaliger 1627). As people 
often kept copies of the letters they had sent, this allowed one to extract the appropriate letter 
and have it to hand while reading the response, or writing one (Chen 2009). In this manner, 
citizens of the republic of letters were able to position their correspondence as part of an 
ongoing conversation, using props to aid in a simulation by which partial presences could be 
invoked. 
 Simulations were integral to the living of a virtual life in the republic of letters. By writing 
‘as if’ they were interlocutors in a conversation, correspondents could occupy an imaginary 
space that was independent of their corporeal environment, despite temporal delays in 
communication. In this space, they achieved both co-location and copresence, as here they 
were able to, as one contemporary observed, ‘meet, and melt, and mix’ (Howell 1645, sig. 
A3r). In conversation, presuppositions make it clear that the parties share common 
experiences and peculiar cultural circumstances, thus occupying a privileged space from 
which others are excluded (Goffman 1983). Consider: 
 
My friend William Penn calld here t’other day; he told me Lord Sunderland is 
gon into the Country, full of Discontents; fearing the trimming was not carried 
farr enough, & doubting the majority of next parliament may not be Whiggs. If 
so,...tis a Melancholy prospect for somebody; for I remember the fate of 
Spencer, who was hangd at Hereford, with this inscription out a Psalm sett 
upon the Gallowes, Quid gloriaris in Malitia Potens?3 You sent me the first 
newes of the Master of the Horse which is incomparable; He is, I think, a more 
ridiculous Beast himself, than Caligulas Incitatus, to be joynd with him in the 
Consulship. 
 My Wife is yours & your Ladys most humble servant. neice Cotterell has 
left us for a month; And as to little Mad cap, you hav conjurd up a spirit you 
will hardly know how to lay; For she is looking every day, when any visit 
comes, for Mr St John with his snuff box full of Fairies (Sir William Trumbull 
to Henry St John, June 30, 1702 [Lashmore-Davies 2008, pp. 94-95]). 
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This extract contains so many presuppositions that someone who did not witness earlier turns 
of the ongoing conversation is unlikely to understand the vast majority of the message that Sir 
William is attempting to convey. Straight away, there is an assumption that the reader knows 
who William Penn is, and why he might be in a position to provide news about ongoing 
intrigues in the English parliament. This news itself contains several other presuppositions: 
who Lord Sunderland is and why it would be significant that he had gone ‘into the Country’ 
(and where and what, for that matter, ‘the Country’ is), what a Whig is, why Lord 
Sunderland’s fears of ‘the trimming [not being] carried farr enough’ would bode ill ‘for 
somebody’, and how all of these details relate to ‘the fate of Spencer, who was hangd at 
Hereford’. All of these presuppositions circulate around the shared experience of 
contemporary political intrigues, though this letter also reflects the cultural milieu within 
which these men were communicating. The quotation from the 51st Psalm assumes a 
knowledge of Latin and, more specifically, of the Vulgate (Biblia sacra vulgata), while the 
reference to ‘Caligulas Incitatus’ assumes a familiarity with classical literature. For, unless 
one was familiar with Suetonius’ Twelve Caesars, it is unlikely that one would know that the 
ancient Roman emperor Caligula was said to have made his favourite horse, Incitatus, a 
consul in the Roman government. 
 In the final portion of the extract, we have more presuppositions that surround shared 
experiences. There is an assumption that the reader will know who ‘neice Cotterell’ and ‘little 
Mad cap’ are, while ‘the snuff box full of Fairies’ refers specifically to an earlier turn in the 
conversation, which itself relies on an entirely different series of presuppositions: 
 
Pray let her [little Mad cap] know I have received a letter from fairy Land, 
King oberon is very much her servant, and designs to sail hither with twenty 
thousand of his subjects in an oyster shell, the first time I go to Easthamstead 
Ile put his majesty & all his army in my snuff box and carry ’em to wait on her 
Ladyship. the blew Bird is out of Love, & Grognon is alive again (Henry St 
John to Sir William Trumbull, June 20, 1702 [Lashmore-Davies 2008, p. 92]). 
 
In all these letters we find other aspects that indicate the simulation of conversation. There are 
greetings, farewells, and the communication of well wishes from mutual acquaintances, just 
as there are when one visits a friend for tea. In this manner, correspondents in the republic of 
letters wrote to each other as interlocutors in a conversation. By behaving ‘as if’ they were 
speaking to each other, they were able to simulate physical co-location (with the use of visual 
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and literary props, as already discussed), as well as opening themselves up to copresence, 
making themselves ‘mutually available and accessible to each other, tuned in to and in touch 
with each other’. 
 The third technique of virtuality to be considered is the use of rituals. We understand a 
ritual to be ‘a custom, habit, or practice’ (q.v. OED) that is used ‘to shift...perceptions and 
understandings in a coordinated and actual manner.’ Rituals ‘actualize the virtual’ (Shields 
2003, pp. 35-36; emphasis in original). Accordingly, just as a coronation ceremony embodies 
the idea of a king or queen in the form of an individual person, rituals within the republic of 
letters served to actualise specific ideas and roles. Consider the following exchange: 
 
Of all afflictions being separated from one’s friends is one of the greatest; and 
of all the pleasures such an absence will allow, writing to and hearing from 
’em is most sensible (Henry St John to Sir William Trumbull, May 23, 1698 
[Lashmore-Davies 2008, p. 23]). 
 
Your extreamely kind & obliging Lettre from Geneva the 23. passt O.S.4 was 
long upon the way, yet found me at last in this solitary place, where I have 
almost lost the sight of the world & the world of me; But yet I cannot quit the 
onely satisfaction of Life, which is the seeing & hearing from a few valuable 
friends, among whome your own goodnesse & merit has plac’d you in the 
cheif rank (Sir William Trumbull to Henry St John, June 28, 1698 [Lashmore-
Davies 2008, p. 25]). 
 
Here, the correspondents engage in a ritual of exchange wherein the use of letters as a 
substitute for conversation is openly acknowledged. Coupled with literary props and 
simulation, this positions the author and recipient as interlocutors in a conversation, and helps 
to actualise the imagined community within which they operate. Henry St John’s use of the 
adjective ‘sensible’ – ‘perceptible by the senses’ (q.v. OED) – in the first of these extracts is 
particularly telling, as it tacitly recognises that, in the absence of corporeal proximity, a letter 
– a physical artefact – is the best substitute for conversation. Likewise, Sir William’s response 
refers to ‘seeing & hearing from’ his friends, not just to receiving a message or a piece of 
news. The employment of ritual allows the two men to make real their conversation ‘as if’ 
they were proximate, despite the physical distance between them. 
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 We have already discussed some other rituals that were employed in the republic of letters 
– the practice of seeking an introduction to someone in the republic of letters before writing to 
them directly, for example – and still others are implicit in the aforementioned examples. We 
saw that when Denis-François Camusat wrote to Pierre Des Maiseaux to request the use of 
Des Maiseaux’ research in his own endeavours, he engaged in much virtual fawning in the 
process. Camusat deferred to Des Maiseaux’ reputation in the republic of letters by 
mentioning that, ‘with very assiduous study’ and ‘exact research’, he (Camusat) ‘would in the 
end do a passable job’. Camusat emphasised his own inferior position whilst also taking 
advantage of the common orientation of the republic toward the common weal in order to 
make what today might be regarded as a rather audacious request. Similarly, we see Henry St 
John repeatedly signing his letters to Sir William as ‘your obedient humble servant’, and 
Georg Calixtus’ habit of dedicating himself to his correspondents with phrases such as ‘yours 
most affectionately and most attentively’, or ‘completely and utterly yours, Georg Calixtus’.5 
Such rituals, embodied as rhetorical commonplaces, served to reinforce the sense of respect 
and community within the republic of letters. These rituals also worked to make concrete the 
simulation of conversation in these letters via the maintenance of an interaction order between 
the corresponding parties. Other rituals, such as those to be found in examples of unsolicited 
letters within the community, were less overt. 
 We have already mentioned that people often sought introductions to others within the 
republic of letters; however, such an introduction could not always be gained. One might have 
to resort to sending an unsolicited letter to a desired correspondent, especially if one was a 
young scholar who could not yet take advantage of their own network to develop connections 
with others. In these instances, we find the employment of ritual to emphasise the obligations 
associated with membership in the republic of letters in an attempt to maximise the success of 
contact: 
 
Excuse, Monsieur, the liberty I am taking, but I am availing myself of the 
Privileges accorded in the Republic of Letters, which authorize one to seek out 
the help one needs (Jacques-Georges de Chaufepié to Prosper Marchand, 
February 8, 1751 [Goldgar 1995, p. 21]). 
 
Is it permitted for me to write you a very long Letter the first time I have the 
honor to write to you? I flatter myself, Monsieur, the Rep. of Letters has its 
rights, & what others would consider an impoliteness, I assure myself, 
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Monsieur, you will interpret as a mark of trust (Jean-Pierre de Crousaz to 
Pierre Coste, [1731] [Goldgar 1995, p. 21]). 
 
In both of these examples, the author ‘goes through the motions’ of excusing their behaviour. 
De Chaufepié does so by specifically asking that his conduct be excused, while de Crousaz 
adopts the posture of the fawning would-be protegé, asking for permission to write such a 
long letter on their first occasion of correspondence. Each of them then ‘laughs off’ the need 
for excuses by drawing on the ‘Privileges’ and ‘rights’ of the republic of letters, subtly 
emphasising that the unwritten laws of the virtual community within which they are 
interacting not only permit them to make such solicitations, which would be deemed 
unseemly in other social circles, but also oblige their correspondents to reply. Here, the ritual 
serves again to actualise the idea of liberty that the republic of letters embodies. In their 
virtual community, they can do and say things that they could not do elsewhere. 
 Shields’ techniques of virtuality – rituals, props, simulations – and Zhao’s understanding 
of co-location and copresence, and the related construction of ‘consociated contemporaries’ 
via mediated communication, thus allow us to consider the construction of virtuality between 
individuals independent of the media that those individuals use to communicate. In order to 
overcome the problem of spatial, and subsequently temporal, distance, scholars in early 
modern Europe employed specific tools in order to construct a virtual community in which 
they could interact. Without instantaneous communication, and without corporeal, audile, or 
visual contact, they were still able to function ‘as if’ they were engaging in conversation. This 
understanding of virtuality has implications for modern research which attempts to identify 
the affordances of modern technologies for social interaction. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Our introduction suggested that the increase in volume, speed, and diversity of 
communication in the ‘digital age’ has led to many scholars assuming an implicit link 
between these increases and the advent of digital technology itself. It also pointed out that a 
growing body of scholars caution against this assumption, noting that the sociotechnical 
system underpinning such communication has itself been formed over many centuries. 
Benjamin Peters (2009) offers a simile to help illustrate the evolving natures of 
communication media. He suggests that, just as words change their meaning over time, so do 
media. For example, focus in Latin meant a hearth or fireplace, which was originally located 
22 
 
at the centre of a living space, and thus was the centre of domestic life. In its transition to 
modern English, focus has adopted this secondary meaning, in terms of a centre of attention, 
whilst losing any reference at all to a hearth or fireplace. The medium – the word – has not 
changed, but its meaning – what it communicates – has. Similarly, the medium of letter-
writing holds a different meaning for a correspondent in the twenty-first century than one in 
the seventeenth. However, the meaning itself has not disappeared – the ‘old’ medium has 
adopted a new role and its meaning has been preserved in ‘new’ media. For this reason, it is 
important to separate what is being communicated (the communication itself) from how it is 
being communicated (the medium). 
 When such an approach is adopted, it becomes apparent that, although the instantaneity of 
modern electronic media certainly has the potential to increase the volume and frequency of 
communication, the communication itself remains in large part the same. Axel Bruns, 
acknowledging historical precursors to the knowledge production process he terms 
‘produsage’, summarises this point thus: 
 
The new informational networks which support produsage are crucial in 
achieving a wide-scale, equipotential access to the environments and projects 
of produsage, of course, but they serve only to extend their reach and speed up 
their processes; slower, offline, geographically more limited precursors to 
produsage may be found just as well in the processes of academic peer review 
or the exchange of folk culture and vernacular knowledge in pre-mass media 
environments, for example (Bruns 2008, p. 387; emphasis added). 
 
Therefore, if one is to effectively identify the affordances of modern technologies and 
communications media, one must identify what is different about what is being 
communicated. At that point, the fundamental differences in social dynamics can be 
identified, and further consideration given to how electronic media engender, or enable, these 
differences. 
 It is certain that there is something novel about the myriad electronic technologies that we 
interact with and use to transmit information on a day-to-day basis. Despite this, it would be 
prudent to heed warnings of technological determinism when attempting to define the 
affordances of these technologies. While various studies point to increased volumes of 
communication, and to opportunities for the transmission of data such as pictures or video 
across the globe almost instantaneously, many of these fail to identify what else is different 
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about these forms of communication. Having a conversation with someone using a webcam or 
via email is fundamentally no different from having a conversation using a telephone or via 
hand-written letter. The same information can be shared, the same assumptions made, and 
techniques of virtuality can be employed to compensate for a lack of audile or visual 
connection. As such, perhaps we should be asking not what information digital technologies 
allow us to transmit, but how this information changes the fundamental dynamics of our 
social interactions:  What is different about the information being shared; what is different 
about the techniques that people employ to construct the virtual; and how does this change the 
comportment of individuals in their relationships with others? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 In keeping with standard practice amongst historical scholarship, peculiarities in spelling, 
capitalisation, and punctuation are generally retained when quoting early modern sources. The 
use of ‘[sic]’ is avoided. 
2 There is some debate amongst scholars regarding the preferred method of despatching 
letters, and the use of the official postal system by private persons in particular is an area of 
contention. Most scholars insist that it was prohibitively expensive for private use (e.g., 
Brayshay 1991; 1992; Falk & Abler 1985; Stewart 2007); however, authors such as Wolfgang 
Behringer (2006) and George Walker (1938) suggest otherwise, although the latter’s 
examples repeatedly refer to Lord, Sir, or Viscountess such-and-such, illustrating that private 
use did not necessarily mean popular use. 
3 Psalm 51:3: ‘Why dost thou glory in malice...?’ (KJV). 
4 ‘Old Style’, in reference to the date. 
5 Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawl. letters 84g, fol. 167r; London, British Library, Harley 
MS 7012, fol. 156r. 
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